We present to our readers, a metal which has been known from remote antiquity. It is found both native and mineralized ; in the former condition, however, (native mercury,) it occurs in but in few localities, and in comparatively minute quantities.* The principal ore of mercury, is that known commonly as cinnabar, a sulphuret of the metal, some very beautiful specimens of which have recently been found in California.
"The principal mines from which it is obtained are those of Idria in Carniola, and Almaden in Spain, where it is found both in the native state and combined with sulphur, as cinnabar, the latter being most abundant."?(Turner.) Considerable quantities have recently been found in California.
In procuring the metal from the sulphuret for ordinary purposes, we have but to apply heat, and add some substance which will retain the sulphur; we can use for this purpose either iron in minute division (as iron filings) or lime ; the sulphur remaining in combination, while the mercury is volatilized and carefully condensed.
In Aikin's Chemical Dictionary, the processes of Idria and Almaden, are thus described: "At the mines of Deux Ponts and Idria, the ore being brought out of the mine, is sorted by hand with considerable accuracy, rejecting those parts which appear to be destitute of the metal. This is an expensive process, but has superseded the ancient method of separating the cinnabar by washing, on account of the prodigious loss of the metal by that operation. The sorted ore, being reduced to powder, is carefully mingled with l-5th (more or less according to the proportion of cinnabar contained in the ore) of quicklime, which has fallen to powder by exposure to the air. This mixture is then put into iron retorts, capable of holding about sixty pounds weight, which, when thus charged, are fixed in a long furnace to the number of forty or fifty; a glass receiver being then attached to each retort, (but not luted,) a gentle fire is applied in order to drive out all the moisture ; when this is effected, the juncture of the vessels is closely stopped with tempered clay, and a full read heat is applied for seven or eight hours, at the expiration of which time all the mercury will have been volatilized and condensed in the receivers. The common product varies from between six and ten ounces of metal, from one hundred pounds of ore." * Hydrargyrum, is the term most commonly used. "The method practiced at Almaden in Spain, differs considerably from the preceding, and is much more rude and inartificial. The pieces of pure cinnabar being first picked out from the ore, in order to be disposed of to the painters and manufacturers of sealing-wax, the rest is sorted into three parts. In order to detect adulteration, which is sometimes practiced, we may expose the peroxyd to high heat; if pure, there will be no residuum, but if mixed with other substances, as red lead, the latter will not be evaporated, and the fraud can be readily made certain. This oxyd is represented by Hg-f-20. "Both the oxyds of mercury combine with the greater number of the acids, forming two distinct classes of salts, several of which are resolvable into salts, with excess of base, and salts with excess of acid, so that the history of the saline combinations of mercury is thus rendered somewhat complex. There is also a great tendency to the formation of double salts among the caloric mercurial compounds ; in short, mercury is, of all the metals, that which produces the most numerous and complicated series of saline combinations.
[To be concluded in the next number.]
